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DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR YOSEMITE VALLEY

MAN-MADE STRUCTURES CAN SCARCELY ADD TO YOSEMITE’S MATCHLESS BEAUTY.

RATHER WE MUST STRIVE THAT THEY NEITHER INTRUDE

UPON THIS SPLENDOR NOR SEEM TO RIVAL IT IN PERMANENCE.

HILMER OEHLMANN « GENERAL MANAGER OF THE CURRY COMPANY

AT DEDICATION OF YOSEMITE LODGE « JUNE 1956
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DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR YOSEMITE VALLEY

FOREWORD

JOHN J. REYNOLDS « NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

I FIRST came to Yosemite in an official capacity in 1975. I was team
captain for what was to become known as the “1980 Yosemite General
Management Plan.” It was a time of great controversy about the park, so
much so that 62,000 people participated in the planning process. I shall
never forget the headline in Ro/ling Stone that blared “Why Are They
Golfing in the Cathedral?”

Rolling Stone weighing in about a national park? Unbelievable!
But it happened. The “cathedral” was (and is) Yosemite Valley.
“Golfing” referred to the since removed 9-hole pitch-and-putt course

then in place behind The Ahwahnee.

THE QUEST, THE NEVER-ENDING QUEST, IN YOSEMITE IS FOR AN ALMOST SPIRITUAL OR SUPER-
HUMAN QUALITY IN DECISIONS ABOUT PRESERVING AND ENJOYING IT. IT IS LESS A PLACE THAN
AN EXPERIENCE. EVERY DETAIL COUNTS—NOT JUST A LITTLE, BUT A LOT. THIS IS THE CHALLENGE
OF DESIGN OF ANYTHING IN YOSEMITE, BE IT THE VALLEY OR ANY OTHER PLACE IN THE PARK.
YOSEMITE—ITS AURA, ITS UNIQUE PLACE IN OUR MINDS AND SOULS—DEMANDS THE ULTIMATE

IN RESPECT FOR WHAT NATURE MADE AND THE AWE IT IMPARTS.

The headline has stuck with me ever since as I have engaged in the
great on-going intellectual and ethical adventure and struggle of what to do,

and not to do, in Yosemite National Park.

“Cathedral” almost universally denotes extraordinary beauty and
connection to a creating spirit. Yosemite evokes the same feelings of quality
and connectivity to a greater life force, a greater reason for being. It is a
sacred place, to many the most sacred symbol of sublimity and beauty

anywhere in the world.

“Golfing” in such a place often connotes or symbolizes a level of
separation dividing mankind from nature that could hardly be more stark

unless it were industrial. The contradiction between golfing and cathedral

OPPOSITE El Capitan (1938) YRL-OW
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in my experience with Yosemite Valley defines more clearly than any other metaphor the roots
of controversy and feeling that are the basis for discussion about everything that happens or is

proposed to happen in Yosemite.

The quest, the never-ending quest, in Yosemite is for an almost spiritual or super-human
quality in decisions about preserving and enjoying it. It is less a place than an experience. Every
detail counts—not just a little, but a lot. This is the challenge of design of anything in Yosemite,
be it the Valley or any other place in the park. Yosemite—its aura, its unique place in our

minds and souls—demands the ultimate in respect for what nature made and the awe it imparts.

During the first 100 or so years of the existence of national parks, design professionals
worked entire public service careers perfecting what was appropriate design in national parks.
They learned by being immersed in the natural feel of the place. They came to know and
respond to the rhythms and patterns nature imparts, unique to each place yet as related as
trees and flowers, birds and bears, air and water are related one to another. These professionals
dedicated their working lifetimes to creating the design ethics for which the National Park

Service was and is known worldwide.

That cadre of public service professionals dedicated to studying and designing in
response to the parks themselves no longer exists. Those who remain mostly manage the

contracts and expectations of the private contractors hired from afar to do the work.

And so the need for this marvelous and essential book, A Sense of Place: Design Guidelines
for Yosemite Valley. Its reason for being is to pass on at least the basics of the special and unique
considerations that undergird excellence of design in Yosemite. It is a humbling undertaking,
striving to convey to landscape architects, architects, and engineers the beginning basics they

need to be sensitive to in Yosemite.

Very often in our culture as places develop, we lose our sense of place. We lose the sights,
sounds, smells that most positively impressed us as children. The farsighted men who wrote
and passed the act creating the National Park Service understood that Americans would need
places that were touchstones of their existence as a culture, places where wildness and history
are paramount. More and more the national parks are the symbols for our national history and
natural identity. Reverence and excellence in the stewardship and development of national

parks is part of America’s heritage.
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A Sense of Place raises the standards for the next generation of designers. These Design

Guidelines require designers to absorb the essence of Yosemite and employ that understanding

in their work. Only then will the resulting design become worthy of Yosemite.

In closing, I am compelled to make a personal comment. I was given the gift of working

for the future of Yosemite in many ways off and on for nearly 30 years. My experience in striving

to give equal to what I got from working in and on Yosemite has compelled me to constantly

question what more I could do to protect national parks and open them to the hearts of visitors.

I am deeply and emotionally indebted to the authors of these Guidelines and the leadership of

Yosemite National Park for giving me the opportunity to write a Foreword for it. If those of

you who use this book will open yourselves to the same opportunity for growth that Yosemite

gave to me, then you will be worthy of attempting to design for this most wonderful of places.

You must do so with the absolute humility that you have been afforded an opportunity that
only a very few will have. You must “buy into” the idea that you are important to Yosemite
only insofar as your work deeply and honestly reflects what Yosemite is itself. Your design will
affect millions of visitors who come to experience Yosemite. If it detracts in any way, you will

have golfed in the cathedral. If it is true to Yosemite, you will have joined the eternal chorus.

et

JOHN J. REYNOLDS

Retired, National Park Service

Fellow, American Society of Landscape Architects
February 2004

FJobn . Reynolds bad a long and distinguished career in the National Park Service. During his 39 years

of service, be served as Deputy Director of the National Park Service, Regional Director of the Pacific West
and Mid-Atlantic Regions, Manager of the Denver Service Center, Superintendent of Novth Cascades
National Park, and Assistant Superintendent of Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area. In
addition to these positions, be spent 15 years as a Landscape Architect/Planner, during which be was Team
Captain for the studies leading to the establishment of Bering Land Bridge National Preserve and Kobuk Valley
National Park in Alaska, and was Team Captain of the Yosemite General Management Plan. He led the
United States Delegation to the World Heritage Committee for 3 years. As Manager of the Denver Service
Center, Reynolds began the sustainability movement in the National Park Service, leading the effort to
publish the book “Guiding Principles of Sustainable Design.”

o |9






DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR YOSEMITE VALLEY

INTRODUCTION

YOSEMITE VALLEY is unlike any place in the world. Its breathtaking scenery has inspired
many to describe this masterpiece of nature as “the Incomparable Valley.” This extraordinary
setting exhibits a grand assemblage of natural wonders composed of immense sculptured
rockforms, thundering waterfalls, and serene parklike setting. Cliffs climb to 4,000 feet high,
while soaring granite monoliths and a multitude of domes rim the Valley. It features some of
the tallest waterfalls in the world, including Yosemite Falls which appears to leap from the sky
as it descends almost half a mile to the Valley floor. Millions from around the globe have made
the pilgrimage to experience its wonders. Its sublime beauty has galvanized preservationists
and inspired painters, poets, and photographers. Yosemite struck John Muir as the “sanctum
sanctorum of the Sierra” and “the grandest of all the special temples of Nature.” John Muir
felt that in Yosemite Valley, “Nature had gathered her choicest treasures” into this one

mountain mansion. “No temple made with hands can compare with Yosemite,” he exalted.

For thousands of years, humans have dwelled within Yosemite with the last 150 years
witnessing the influence by nonnatives upon this landscape. It was the first natural area set
aside by the federal government for protection of outstanding scenery and has served as
profound inspiration for preservation philosophy in American history. Managed as a park
since 1864, Yosemite Valley is a landscape that displays many years of complex interplay in
the environment between the natural and human made. As a place set apart, this singular

setting continues to evoke reverence and awe by all who visit.

How do people build upon what many consider as sacred ground? This has been an
ongoing challenge for all who have designed facilities in the Valley. Within this grand setting,
people have over the years created a built environment to protect and to facilitate enjoyment
by generations of visitors. Complementing the natural setting, hundreds of historic structures,
several historic districts, and the overall cultural landscape have become part of the total
Valley identity and visitor experience. The National Park Service recognizes that in order to
uphold Yosemite Valley as a special place, development must be designed to be compatible

and respectful of the park setting, both natural and human-made.

OPPOSITE Half Dome from Sentinel Bridge (1942) YRL-RA
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Today, as park managers continue to influence and build upon the environment of
Yosemite Valley, there is the desire to “harmonize” with the landscape. These Design
Guidelines have been developed to document, interpret, and understand what humans have
already built within the Valley in order to provide careful direction for future designs compatible
with the surroundings. The ultimate goal is to enhance the unique sense of place embodied by

this extraordinary Valley.

PURPOSE

These Design Guidelines are intended to provide a framework for deciding appropriateness of
architectural and landscape character of new buildings, site work, and alterations. Based on
the assumption that the most accomplished and creative practitioners will be tasked with the
sensitive requirements of working within this setting, these guidelines go beyond basic universal
principles of good design and focus on the “character” qualities that are reflected and contribute

to the distinctiveness of Yosemite Valley.

When visitors come to see and experience the magnificent natural beauty of Yosemite,
a large part of their stay and activities often occur within developed areas of the park. Their
experiences are affected, adversely or positively, by the character and quality of the developed
areas. What the guidelines endeavor to avoid is a haphazard, piecemeal approach to facility
development which creates visual clutter or incoherence in the Valley. Inconsistent design and
disregard for the existing context can detract from the visitor experience. Ultimately, Yosemite
Valley architecture and landscapes have a significant impact on how visitors perceive, use, and
remember the park. At its best, appropriate design provides a special human setting in which

the values of the park are clarified and reinforced.

Developments in the Valley must complement the natural and historic setting, blending
in as though a part of it, but at the same time they must be distinctive to emphasize the special
nature of the place. New facilities should be designed in a way that establishes a continuity
with the most successful design elements of the past; there should be a respectful consistency
between old and new. The resulting built environments should enrich and become part of the

evolving poetry of the Yosemite Valley landscape.
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-_1 Lower Yosemite Fall comfort station
under construction (2004) RF

In general, the goals of the Design Guidelines include:

* Retention of natural site character, including setting, materials, and ecological processes

* Design new buildings and facilities to blend with the natural environment, emphasizing
non-intrusive design. They are sensitive to the environmental capacity of the site to absorb
modifications. Facilities fit in with their sites rather than dominate them. Buildings are

subordinate to the environment

Compatibility of structures and facilities with the cultural context and character in which

they are located and protection of cultural integrity

¢ Coordination and integration of the design of individual structures with those of the site
plan as a whole

¢ Enhancement of unifying architectural and landscape themes and elements within defined
areas and throughout Yosemite Valley

* Emphasis on simplicity and restraint in design and respect for past building character,

traditions, and practices

Recognition of the principles of rustic design used by previous designers, identification of

those which retain validity today, and contemporary interpretation of those principles

The Design Guidelines should assist park staff and designers make informed and
consistent decisions as facilities are planned, designed, constructed, modified, and maintained.
They provide background information on the development and most important design charac-
teristics of the built environment. The detailed guideline sections provide direction as to
which design strategies and themes may be suitable for particular areas. These recommendations
recognize that neither buildings nor the landscape setting can be treated separately. Both are
closely interrelated and need to be viewed in an integrated fashion in order to attain a more

complete solution.

Successful implementation of these Design Guidelines will contribute to the fulfillment
of overall park goals of preservation and visitor enjoyment. The results should be buildings
and landscapes that fit in with the natural surroundings and relate respectfully to the existing
cultural landscape of Yosemite Valley. What is added to the setting should provide visual
unity and further enrich the visitor experience. The resulting built environment, which
becomes part of this magnificent setting, should ultimately enhance the remarkable sense of

place within Yosemite Valley.

o |
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Stone wall under construction at
Lower Yosemite Fall area (2004) RF
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HOW TO USE THE DESIGN GUIDELINES

These Design Guidelines are a reference to direct and shape the efforts of future architects,
planners, landscape architects, concessioners, administrators, maintenance personnel, design
review staff, and park management as they work to create contextually and environmentally
appropriate structures and landscapes. The Design Guidelines will be utilized by park manage-
ment, becoming part of a project review process that will define design character as design

solutions for buildings and site work are proposed.

These guidelines are provided to insure that park facilities are designed to be compatible
with the existing resources. The objective is to develop Valleywide themes which are interwoven
into specific guidelines for each area of the Valley and in harmony with the existing resources.
Park management can use this manual to reinforce broad visual concepts for the Valley. A
designer can translate the broad Valley and area themes into decisions and details for planning
and design. The guidelines also can provide a basis to guide design and maintenance decisions

by park staff and designers which will be uniform over time.

The descriptions of the settings within Yosemite Valley and guidelines contained

within this document are organized to convey the following topics:

* The natural and cultural environment of Yosemite Valley

* Overarching and unifying Valleywide design principles and architectural themes

* Significant development zones or areas in Yosemite Valley with associated different qualities,
character, and function

* Significant or dominant characteristics and site-specific characteristics within each unique
geographic area, including common elements and unique details and features

* Resource sensitivities, compatibility issues, contextual issues, historical patterns, unifying
elements, and site-specific, distinctive architectural characteristics

* Guidelines to encourage compatible and unified development within the natural and

cultural setting

This reference is not meant to provide direction in every facet of the visual image of
the Valley. Nor is it meant to be a substitute for comprehensive design work by professionals
or serve to provide for every decision by park management and maintenance personnel. It
can serve, however, as a tool to tie the varying areas of the Valley together into a compatible

visual whole.
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IN THE CONSTRUCTION OF ROADS, TRAILS, BUILDINGS, AND OTHER IMPROVEMENTS,
PARTICULAR ATTENTION MUST BE DEVOTED ALWAYS TO THE HARMONIZING OF

THESE IMPROVEMENTS WITH THE LANDSCAPE. 1918 NPS STATEMENT OF POLICY

While protecting recognized values, these Design Guidelines should allow sufficient
flexibility to accommodate changing times, circumstances, and technologies. The guidelines
should be aides to decision-making, rather than prescriptions or formulas. Except where man-
dated by specific park zoning prescriptions (i.e., The Merced Wild and Scenic Comprebensive
Management Plan), it is not intended to be so rigid as to stifle creative expression and reinter-
pretation of existing design themes and detailing. The criteria provided avoid absolutes and

are intended more as recommendations rather than requirements.

AGENCY POLICIES + STANDARDS'

Management Policies

Familiarity and understanding of existing National Park Service policies and standards

will assist designers in the implementation of the Design Guidelines. Many of these policies
articulate the philosophy of the National Park Service as to how the built environment will
protect natural and cultural resources and enhance visitor enjoyment of these resources. The
key document Management Policies 2001 provides direction under Park Facilities which echoes

the purposes and intent of the Design Guidelines.

Facilities will be integrated into the park landscape and environs with sustainable designs and
systems to minimize environmental impact. Development will not compete with or dominate
park features, or interfere with natural processes.. . If a cobesive design theme is desired,
recommended or vequired, the theme will reflect the purpose and character of the park,

or, in a large park, of an individual developed area. MANAGEMENT POLICIES 2001

Similar to the National Park Service Statement of Policy in 1918 by Stephen T. Mather,
it elaborates further when it states,

Designs for park facilities, regardless of their origin (NPS, contractor, concessioner, or

other), will be harmonious with and integrated into the park environment. They will also be

subject, throughout all phases of design and construction, to the same code compliance; the

same bigh standards of sustainable design, “universal design,” and functionality; and the

same review and approval process. MANAGEMENT POLICIES 2001

o |1
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The most important statutory directive for the National Park Service is provided by
interrelated provisions of the NPS Organic Act of 1916, and the NPS General Authorities Act
of 1970. The key management-related provision of the Organic Act is:

[The National Park Service] shall promote and regulate the use of the Federal areas known

as national parks, monuments, and veservations hereinafter specified...by such means and

measuves as conform to the fundamental purpose of the said parks, monuments, and reserva-

tions, which purpose is to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the

wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such

means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.

Accordingly, the Management Policies directs that “the impairment of park resources
and values may not be allowed by the Service unless directly and specifically provided for by
legislation or by the proclamation establishing the park.” It is important for the planner or
designer in conjunction with park management to produce designs that would not harm the
integrity of park resources or values, including the opportunities that otherwise would be

present for the enjoyment of those resources or values.

All development must be accomplished in accordance with applicable codes and accepted
standards. This is a federal area and so designers should consult with the National Park Service

on which codes are most currently adopted by the agency.

I, | Sustainability

Sustainability is an approach that recognizes that every
design choice has an impact on the natural and cultural
resources of not only the local environment, but also
regional and global environments. As an agency whose
central mission is the protection of both the natural
and cultural resources entrusted to it, sustainability is
an integral part of the National Park Service’s design
and management philosophy. The agency has an obliga-
tion, as well as a unique opportunity, to demonstrate

leadership in environmental stewardship. The National

Park Service must lead by example for not only a local,

v

The Ahwahnee and Half Dome (1941) YRL-RA

but a worldwide audience.

16 | NPS



INTRODUCTION

| Curry Village tent cabins
(2004) RF

Sustainable design concepts should be incorporated in new construction and alterations
to historic structures. This is design that seeks to minimize long-term impacts to the earth’s
environment through strategies such as adaptive reuse, recycling, reducing material and water
consumption, energy efficiency, life cycle cost analysis, long-term operations, maintainability,

and using vernacular or local methods, materials, products, and crafts.

Helpful resources would include the National Park Service publication Guiding Principles
of Sustainable Design, federal and state energy conservation requirements, and the U.S. Green
Building Council Leadership in Environmental and Energy Design program referred to as LEED. For
larger projects, the National Park Service has used the LEED process to evaluate, rank and

make decisions as part of the design process in order to optimize levels of sustainability.

Historic Structures + Landscapes

Rehabilitation and maintenance of buildings currently listed or eligible to be listed on the
National Register of Historic Places are covered by existing NPS policy (Director’s Order #28)
and regulations of the National Historic Preservation Act which include the Secrezary of the

Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties.

Most of Yosemite Valley, including all of the individually recognized historic districts
and sites, is included within the boundaries of the larger Yosemite Valley Historic District.
Many of the existing historic structures and site design features are contributing elements to
the historic district which provides further recognition and protection for the cultural landscape.
Planners and designers need to be cognizant of the significance of the contributing elements

as they propose changes to the setting.

A cultural landscape is defined as a geographic area, including both cultural and natural
elements, associated with a historic event, activity, or person, or exhibiting other cultural or
aesthetic values. Yosemite Valley is a significant cultural landscape of national importance

associated with the history of wilderness and scenic protection.

The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties provides
historic preservation guidance to anyone with responsibility for the management and protec-
tion of historic resources, including park managers, contractors and project reviewers, prior

to and during the planning and implementation of all project work. Since Yosemite Valley is

% |7
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eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic
Places, the Secretary’s Standards apply to all new
construction, infill, add-ons, modifications, and replace-
ment of all buildings, structures and other associated

landscape features within the Valley:?

For new construction in historic areas, a key
standard to be cognizant of is “New additions, exterior
alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy
historic materials that characterize the property. The
new work shall be differentiated from the old and shall
be compatible with the massing, size, scale, and archi-

tectural features to protect the historic integrity of

& = ' 2= the property and its environment” (NPS 1995¢). This

Vernal Fall (2002) RF ) ..
requires a sensitive balance between new development

that does not exactly mimic and yet is still compatible with the historic precedent. The average

observer should be able to discern that the new construction is contemporary:

Accessibility + Universal Design

The National Park Service is committed to providing access to facilities and programs to as
wide an audience as possible. Its policies on accessibility are articulated in Director’s Order
#42 — Accessibility for Park Visitors which states,
The NPS will design, construct and operate all buildings and facilities so they arve accessible
to, and usable by, persons with disabilities to the greatest extent reasonable, in compliance
with all applicable laws, regulations, and standards. This means that all new and altered

buildings and facilities will be in conformance with appropriate design standards.

One fundamental principle of this Director’s Order is that the National Park Service
will seek to provide the highest level of accessibility that is reasonable, and not simply provide
the minimum level that is required by law. It encourages the implementation of “universal
design” principles where everyone enjoys the same form of access instead of providing separate

or special facilities or programs. While a higher level of accessibility is encouraged, Management

18 | NPS
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: Vernal Fall Bridge
‘4 (2002) RF

Policies does require a consideration of potential impairment to resources. For historic structures
special consideration must be given to the historic integrity in accordance with the Secrezary
of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties. The standards followed by the
Department of the Interior are the new Architectural Barriers Act Accessibility Standard
(ABAAS). An important reference for site design is the Access Board Outdoor Developed

Avrea Guidelines.

PLANNING CONTEXT

Several existing plans provide broad direction for future development in the context of
protecting resources and providing for the enjoyment of the park by visitors. In addition to
establishing overall goals, the following plans describe parameters for development at specific

locations within the park and Yosemite Valley.

General Management Plan

In the mid-1970s, the National Park Service began the comprehensive planning process that
was completed in 1980 with the approval of the General Management Plan and Final Environmental
Impact Statement. This plan provides basic management direction for Yosemite National Park,
based on the 1916 Organic Act (the law that established the National Park Service), the park’s
enabling legislation (the laws that established Yosemite National Park), and the 1958 act that
established the El Portal Administrative Site. The 1980 General Management Plan established
five broad goals to guide the management of Yosemite National Park and to perpetuate its
natural splendor:

* Reclaim priceless natural beauty * Markedly reduce traffic congestion

* Allow natural processes to prevail * Reduce crowding
* Promote visitor understanding and enjoyment

In support of these goals, the General Management Plan includes several developed area
plans, including the Yosemite Valley District, which proposes specific changes to the developed

settings. These recommended changes include the removal or modification of roads, buildings,

and landscapes and construction of some new facilities.

|19
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The Merced Wild + Scenic River Comprehensive Management Plan

In 1987, Congress designated the Merced River a Wild and Scenic River to protect the river’s
free-flowing condition and protect and enhance the river’s unique values for the benefit and
enjoyment of present and future generations. In 2000, the National Park Service signed the
Record of Decision for the Merced Wild and Scenic River Comprebensive Management Plan (Merced
River Plan). The Merced River Plan provides broad management direction for managing visitor
use, land and facility development, and resource protection within the Merced River corridor.
The goals of the Merced River Plan are consistent with both the General Management Plan goals
and the requirements of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act:

¢ Protect and enhance river-related natural resources

* Protect and restore natural hydrological and geomorphic processes

e Protect and enhance river-related cultural resources

* Provide diverse river-related recreational and educational experiences

* Provide appropriate land uses

Outstandingly Remarkable Values are defined as those characteristics that make the
river worthy of special protection. Within the Valley, these values include scenic, geologic
processes, recreation, biological, cultural, and hydrologic processes. Since many developed
areas are within the Merced River corridor, it is imperative that any proposed changes to

facilities abide by the values and the prescriptions of the Merced River Plan.

Yosemite Valley Plan

In addition to the five broad goals, the General Management Plan established a number of man-
agement objectives and proposed a host of specific actions. However, the General Management
Plan recognized that new studies and analyses would be necessary to determine how best to
accomplish its goals and objectives. Individual planning efforts, including plans for housing,
restoration of areas to natural conditions, transportation, and visitor services, took on even
greater urgency following the catastrophic flood of January 1997. The National Park Service
consolidated four distinct planning projects together into one comprehensive planning effort for
Yosemite Valley—the Yosemite Valley Plan. Approved in 2000, the Yosemite Valley Plan/Supplemental
Environmental Impact Statement would implement many of the Yosemite Valley provisions found
in the General Management Plan’s proposed action. While the 1980 General Management Plan

addresses parkwide issues, the Yosemite Valley Plan focuses primarily on issues in Yosemite Valley.

20 [ NPS
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Wawona Tunnel View, Tom Killion, woodcut print, [ 999

The specific purposes of the Yosemite Valley Plan within Yosemite Valley are to:
* Restore, protect, and enhance the resources of Yosemite Valley
* Provide opportunities for high-quality, resource-based visitor experiences
* Reduce traffic congestion

* Provide effective park operations, including employee housing, to meet the mission of

the National Park Service

The Yosemite Valley Plan describes changes including adaptive reuse and the addition
of new buildings to the historic setting. The Design Guidelines fulfill the intent of the
Yosemite Valley Plan, which states,

In general, changes to physical features and addition of new structures and facilities within

the Valleywide cultural landscape would follow design guidelines consistent with the Secretary

of the Interior’ Standards and Guidelines for Archeology and Historic Preservation. In

this manner, the potential for impacts vesulting from addition of non-bistoric facilities

would be reduced.

" National Park Service policy and standards documents can be accessed at www.nps.gov/yose/home.htm.

* Literature based on the Secretary's Standards has been developed to provide specific guidance related to the treatment of historic
buildings and cultural landscapes and is available through the Government Printing Office.

o |
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YOSEMITE VALLEY

THE YOSEMITE VALLEY landscape is the result of a long and complex history of interactions
between natural systems and human influences. Today it is the landscape record of one of
the most ambitious and historically significant experiments in the preservation of “natural”
scenery ever attempted. The Valley floor landscape as a whole is nationally significant in the
themes of outdoor recreation, tourism, and conservation. Since 1864, Yosemite has been an
archetype for the preservation of scenic places through their development as public parks.
The cultural processes of defining sacred space, of turning land into landscape, and of
making a wild place into a public park, have made Yosemite Valley one of the most culturally
significant natural places in America. The significance of the cultural landscape of Yosemire
cannot be described or assessed apart from its significance as a natural landscape. The
distinction between what is natural and what is artificial is vavely clear in Yosemite Valley.
The Valley floor landscape is a unity that combines the pastoral and the awesome, the cultural
and the natural, the indian and the european, the past and the present. YOSEMITE VALLEY

HISTORIC DISTRICT NOMINATION (NPS 2004D)

SETTING

Yosemite Valley, the uniquely awesome and beautiful granite gorge in the Sierra Nevada range
of California, is one of the most well known and iconic scenic places in the American West.

It is perhaps the most famous glacially carved valley in the world. Within its modest seven
square miles are what many consider to be the greatest concentration of natural wonders in
the world. It boasts numerous waterfalls ranging from the windblown cascade of Bridalveil
Fall to thundering Nevada and Vernal Falls as they drop over 900 feet total over two gigantic
glacially carved granite steps. Yosemite Valley includes many of the highest waterfalls in the
world (Medley 1994). Yosemite Falls, the highest falls on the continent, descends a total of
2,425 feet. The Valley is bounded by sheer cliffs, spires, domes, and imposing granite monoliths.
These include Half Dome, a massive dome with seemingly one side completely sheered off;
and standing guard at the entrance to the Valley is El Capitan, attracting rock climbers from

all over as it features one of the largest exposed granite cliff faces in the world.

OPPOSITE Bridalveil Fall (1995) RF
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The unparalleled drama of these (and many other) features is set on a stage of serene

and pastoral beauty. The dazzling juxtaposition of calm, park-like setting and nearly incom-

prehensible grandeur has made Yosemite one of the most visited, described, and depicted

places in the world. Many have attested that descriptions and photographs are inadequate to

fully convey the magnificence of the setting. “I sit in a kind of delicious dream, the scenery

unconsciously mingling with my dream,” Joseph LeConte, University of California geology

professor, rhapsodizes in his journal during his first trip in 1870. “I have heard and read much

of this wonderful valley, but I can truly say I have never imagined the grandeur of the reality.”

_ YoseMITE FALLS

Yosemite Falls from Yosemite Lodge

24
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The Valley is set within the south central portion
of Yosemite National Park located on the western
slope of the central Sierra Nevada mountains, a great
400-mile-long granite escarpment along the eastern
edge of California. Oriented in an east-west direction,
the Valley is about seven miles long and one-half to one
mile in width. Elevations along the Valley floor range
between 3,800 and 4,200 feet above sea level. The excep-
tionally sheer and nearly vertical walls of Yosemite
Valley rise 1,500 to 4,000 feet from the almost level
Valley floor. The Valley floor itself is a relatively flat
floodplain, through which the Merced River winds,

flanked by open meadows and forests of oaks and pines.

Yosemite Valley was formed over a period of mil-
lions of years, first by the waters of the ancient Merced
River as the Sierra Nevada mountains were uplifted and
then by several advances of glaciers which scraped and
carved away the weaker portions of the walls of the
upper Merced River canyon. When the climate warmed
and the glaciers receded, they left behind a U-shaped

Valley with almost vertical sculpted granite walls rising
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Post office at Yosemite Village against backdrop of Upper Yosemite Fall

YOSEMITE

above a shallow Lake Yosemite. This ancient lake even-
tually filled with sediment to form the flat floodplain

seen today.

DEVELOPED AREAS

Due to its unique scenic beauty and attraction to
tourists, most of the development within Yosemite
National Park has occurred within Yosemite Valley,
particularly at the eastern end. Six main areas present
the highest density of development and range of visitor
facilities. They include Yosemite Lodge, Yosemite
Village, The Ahwahnee, Housekeeping Camp, Curry

Village, and the campground areas.

Yosemite Village is the heart of visitor facilities
in the Valley and is located at the northernmost edge of
the developed valley, between Yosemite Lodge and The

Ahwahnee. Northside Drive delineates the area boundary

to the south, and the canyon walls bound the area to the north. The Village area is edged by

the Ahwahnee Meadow, and by the easternmost channel of Yosemite Creek. The concentrated

development in Yosemite Village accommodates a constant throng of visitors. It contains the

main visitor center of the park, a museum, a recreated Indian village and garden, a historic

cemetery, a medical clinic, commercial enterprises, food services, employee housing, recreation

facilities, park and concessioner administrative offices, maintenance facilities, and institutional

facilities such as an elementary school, a child care center, a magistrate court, a public garage,

and a post office. Much of the western portion of Yosemite Village has been designated as

the Yosemite Village Historic District which includes a neighborhood of rustic predominately

single-family units, the park Administration Building, Museum, the Rangers’ Club, post office,
and The Ansel Adams Gallery.
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To the west of Yosemite Village within view of Yosemite Falls is Yosemite Lodge, the
most contemporary lodging facility, largely built during the Mission 66 period. The Camp 4
walk-in campground and the Lower Yosemite Fall area define much of the northern boundary.
Yosemite Creek forms the eastern edge and to the south are fluctuating wetlands and flood-
plain. Developed over many years as a housing, lodging, and administrative center, Yosemite
Lodge is comprised of a number of building clusters set in groves of trees and open meadow
areas. These clusters include various lodging developments, a visitor-services and recreation
complex containing both indoor and outdoor facilities, and a network of parking and circulation

systems geared for pedestrians, vehicles, and bicycles.

Nearby, below the talus slopes of the cliffs to the north, is Camp 4, an informal, walk-in
campground which was recently designated as a National Historic Site in recognition of its
influence on the development of rock climbing. Just west of Camp 4 is the site of the future

Indian Cultural Center located at the historic site of the last Indian village in the Valley.

The Ahwahnee is located in the northeastern section of Yosemite Valley, due east of
Yosemite Village. This site is dominated by the 1920s-era hotel building, but also contains
associated visitor bungalows, a dormitory building for personnel, recreation facilities, and
parking and circulation networks related to the facility and adjacent grounds. The hotel is
considered the prime example of a rustic grand lodge in a national park and has been designated

as a National Historic Landmark.



YOSEMITE VALLEY

South of the Merced River, Curry Village and the more seasonal facilities of Housekeeping
Camp, Lower and Upper Pines Campgrounds, and Happy Isles are located. Curry Village,
historically known as “Camp Curry,” is located in the southeastern portion of Yosemite
Valley, with Southside Drive and Stoneman Meadow bounding it on the north and the steeply
sloped base of cliffs and talus below Glacier Point forming the southern edge. Curry Village
first provided lodging for park visitors in 1899. Today Curry Village is a densely developed
visitor services and lodging facility that incorporates recreation, circulation, and parking; and
includes various lodging types, commercial facilities, and services. The predominant feature of
the site is a cluster of several hundred tent cabins and simple wood cabins that dot the wooded
area at the base of the talus slope. A large visitor services and administrative center containing
shops, restaurants, recreational facilities, and an information kiosk is located in the center of
the complex. Much of Curry Village lies within a National Historic District which recognizes
the significance of the camp area for its philosophy of providing lower cost lodging for Yosemite

visitors, and the Rustic style of architecture used in building construction.

CURRY ‘:kik

N

Tent cabins at Curry Village
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Cabins at Housekeeping Camp
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Nearby developments are more seasonal and less dense in character. To the west of
Curry Village along the south bank of the Merced River is the more contemporary
Housekeeping Camp, which consists of a few core visitor services facilities and several open
air structures with tilt-up walls, canvas roofs, and rustic screened patios. To the south of
Housekeeping Camp is the stone LeConte Memorial Lodge, a National Historic Landmark.
Originally built and operated by the Sierra Club, the Lodge serves as an interpretative and

meeting center open to the general public.

To the east of Curry Village, all the Valley drive-in campgrounds, which include Upper,
Lower, and North Pines Campgrounds, are located. They are characterized by open sites
under a forest canopy with an intermingling of comfort station and kiosk structures. Near
the entrance to North Pines Campgrounds, the fenced enclosures and rustic structures of the
Valley concessioner stable stand. And further east, where the Merced River tumbles down to
the level Valley floor, is Happy Isles which is the major trailhead center in the Valley. Located
at the start of the 211-mile John Muir Trail, structures in the area include a nature center,

comfort station, and a system of pedestrian bridges providing access to islands set in the

rushing river.

Yosemite Valley’s primary circulation system
features two west-east roads parallel to the Merced
River, one on the north and the other on the south,
appropriately named Northside and Southside Drives,
with branches and loops providing access to the various
developed areas. The roads and pullouts were designed
to provide a sequence of ever-changing views as visitors
traveled through the Valley. The two roads are connected
by a series of vehicular and pedestrian bridges spanning
the Merced River from Pohono Bridge at the west to
the Happy Isles Bridge at the east end of the Valley.

Six of the bridges spanning the Merced River as well as

those spanning Tenaya and Yosemite Creeks are of



YOSEMITE VALLEY

Rustic design and have been listed on the National Register of Historic
Places. Portions of the roads to the east have been converted to pedestrian
or transit use only and in the future other portions will be realigned or

transformed into multiuse pathways.

The cultural landscape of Yosemite Valley features nationally
significant examples of architecture, including the Rangers’ Club, The
Ahwahnee, and the LeConte Memorial Lodge, all of which are National
Historic Landmarks. Yosemite Village is a nationally significant example
of early National Park Service “park village” planning. Curry Village is a
rare example of a surviving tent cabin complex of the type that was once
common in many parks. The bridges and other resources already listed
in the National Register of Historic Places are significant examples of

state and national park development dating from the late 19th century

Tents at Camp Curry, Chiura Obata, Sumi on postcard,
July 2,1927

to World War II.

In addition to the individually recognized historic districts and properties, the entire
cultural landscape is designated as the Yosemite Valley Historic District. The boundaries of
the historic district extend from Valley wall to Valley wall, from Pohono Bridge to Mirror Lake
and Nevada Fall. The nomination designates a “period of significance” from Indian Settlement
to 1942. Period of significance is the length of time when a property was associated with
important events, activities, or persons, or attained the characteristics which qualify it for
National Register listing. The cultural landscape of Yosemite Valley, overall, has excellent
integrity to the historic period. By 1942, the valley landscape had assumed the overall dimen-
sions and character it possesses today; the basic footprint of development has remained
relatively constant over the last 62 years. It is in Yosemite Valley that one can find the oldest,
fullest, and purest expression of what scenic preservation and park development could achieve

on the national scale.
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DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR YOSEMITE VALLEY

HISTORY OF DEVELOPMENT
IN YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK

FROM THE EARLIEST time of exploration and pioneer settlement, development at Yosemite
National Park has occurred under differing influences and priorities. Sometimes decisions were
made while balancing opposing goals—expectations of profit and development, versus preser-
vation of aesthetic values and protection of the park. The present is a time of great change

in Yosemite National Park and, in particular, in the redevelopment of facilities in Yosemite
Valley. The following history of development is offered to planners, designers, and park man-
agement with a stipulation. The lessons of the past come with a high level of responsibility—
respect for what has been accomplished in the past and acknowledgement of earlier building

principles on behalf of the future.

THE MIWOK PEOPLE

Yosemite National Park has had an estimated 8,000 years or more of occupation by American
Indians who established an impressive archaeological record. Miwok-speaking people came from
the north to occupy the Yosemite Valley and mingled with the existing Yosemite Indians around
AD 1100 — 1400. The Southern Miwok called the Yosemite Valley awabni (“place like a gaping
mouth”) and the Miwok people living there came to be known as the awabnichi. A separate group
from the Southern Miwok, the Ahwahneechee (the Yosemite Miwok) developed rich cultural
traditions, religion, and political and trade affiliations with the Paiutes to the east. They
established trails and, because they understood the benefits of controlled burning of underbrush,
may have developed the mosaics of oaks and grassland found by early Euro-Americans. In the

latter 18th century, disease to which they had no resistance decimated the Ahwaneechee.

The Ahwaneechee, during their long occupation of the Yosemite Valley, built permanent
villages in the Valley, and winter villages and camps for seasonal hunting, gathering, and fishing.
Most homes in the Valley were “constructed of pine poles tied with grapevines and covered
with overlapping layers of incense cedar bark...During the hot summer months, lean-tos covered
with bark or brush were used as temporary shelters” (Bates and Lee 1990). The Ahwahneechee
also built circular ceremonial houses whose earthen roofs were supported by oak posts, “forty
to fifty feet in diameter, dug to a depth of three or four feet” (NPS 1987). They kept seed and
nut crops like black oak acorns for winter use in chukab, storehouses, built of four or more

cedar poles supporting a basket-like structure; and grinding houses built of bark slabs.

OPPOSITE Trdffic at Old Yosemite Village (date unknown) YRL
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Information about the number of villages in
Yosemite Valley is unreliable as it is limited to observa-
tions by Euro-Americans, starting with Stephen Powers
in 1877, who noted nine villages along the Merced River.
The count reached a high of thirty-seven according to
Dr. C. Hart Merriam.® At least six of these were inhabited

in 1898. The most important village in Yosemite Valley

was just below Yosemite Falls and was known as Koomine.

During occupation by Euro-Americans, most of the el Rock (1901)

Acorn granaries, Chukahs below Sentin

Indian population lived in a village at the mouth of YRL-HW

Indian Canyon, near the present Yosemite Medical Clinic. This village, Yowazchke, or the “Old
Village,” was where the Mono Lake Paiute often camped and was occupied by the Yosemite
Miwok and Paiute until the mid-1930s. When a part of the village was needed for construction
of the Yosemite Medical Clinic, and because the National Park Service considered the village
an eyesore, residents were relocated to the “New Village,” called Wabhoga. Over time, cabins

were torn down or moved as they became unoccupied and the village was later removed.

Within Yosemite Valley are hundreds of sites used by American Indians. Their villages
and camps are also found throughout the park. Within the Valley, much has been damaged or
destroyed by construction and landscaping. Evidence of American Indian culture is retained in
bedrock mortars, hammer stones, manos and pestles, midden deposits, lithic scatters, rock shel-
ters, and an extensive oral history. The Indians of Yosemite still have a strong presence in the
park and surrounding communities, as well as vital cultural ties to the Yosemite landscape,

traditional resources, and archeological sites.

EXPLORATION + PIONEER SETTLEMENT

The first sighting of Yosemite Valley by Euro-Americans was probably by members of the
Joseph Walker Party in 1833. After the discovery of gold in the Sierra Nevada foothills in
1849, thousands of miners came to the Sierra to seek their fortune. Their penetration into
the Miwok’s territory resulted in conflict with the Sierra Indian tribes, including the
Ahwahneechee, who fought to protect their homelands. Because of such interaction, the

Mariposa Battalion was organized as a punitive expedition under the authority of the State of
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California to bring an end to the “Mariposa Indian War.” The Battalion entered Yosemite Valley
while searching for Indians on March 27, 1851. The Ahwahneechee, led by Chief Tenaya, fled
from the Valley in the face of greater firepower. A second expedition in the same year ended in
the tribe’s surrender and relocation to the Fresno River reservation. Chief Tenaya made
repeated appeals to return to the Valley. In 1852, following an attack by the Ahwahneechee on
Euro-American prospectors in the Yosemite Valley and the death of two prospectors, army
troops entered the Valley and summarily executed five Indians on the south rim. Tenaya and
his people escaped to live with the Paiutes until 1853 when they returned to their Valley
home. Chief Tenaya’s death signaled the dispersion of the tribe—some lived with the Mono
Lake Paiutes, a few joined other Miwok groups along the Tuolumne River and some may have

moved to Tuolumne Meadows or Pate Valley.

Although not developed to the extent to which Yosemite Valley was developed for
tourism, the rest of Yosemite National Park also underwent expansion by Euro-Americans in
the 1850s. The popular assumption is that development outside the Valley and on its rims was
stimulated by development in the Valley. However, there is evidence of early development in
other areas that predates the growth of tourism in the Valley. Wilderness studies indicate very
early use of park areas by Euro-Americans after the gold rush. Prior to and during the develop-
ment of the tourist trade in the Valley, cattlemen, sheepherders and miners penetrated into
the central and southern Sierra. In 1850, Euro-Americans entered Hetch Hetchy Valley, and
soon thereafter, cattlemen and sheepherders explored the forests and meadows of the upland
plateaus. In Mariposa, the gold rush brought in great numbers of miners, packers, businessmen,
and camp followers. Following the gold rush, some miners settled in the area to become stock-
men and hunters and were attracted to the high country south of the Valley. Finding their
subsistence lifestyle and knowledge of Sierra routes and topography suited to sheepherding,
some Indians became shepherds or took up hunting and guiding. Now the only evidence of
the stockmen, hunters, miners and cavalry is blazes on trees, remnants of camps, trails,

fences, and rockwork.*

In the 1850s, publicists, writers, artists, and photographers spread the fame of “the
Incomparable Valley” both in California and on the east coast. This message led to congressional
recognition of the value of the Valley and the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias (or “Big Trees”)

as national treasures. As a result, a steadily increasing stream of visitors came on foot and
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horseback. Realizing he could make money from tourism, James Hutchings became one of the
first in a long line of Yosemite’s entrepreneurs. Other business owners contributed to develop-
ment in the Valley by constructing hotels and residences, bringing in livestock to graze in

meadows and planting orchards.

Much pioneer architecture was vernacular in style and was expressed in utilitarian
log cabins used by stockmen, miners, and loggers. Although vee-notched corners prevailed,
saddle-notched corners were also used in pioneer architecture. Roofs were generally covered
in split shakes. Because of their wide availability and ease of splitting, sugar pine shakes were
widely used by pioneers on the western slope of the Sierra.” Used on both walls and roofs
and split from bolts averaging 32 inches long, these shakes have a distinctive, long appearance.
A regional variation of this shake roof occasionally appeared in which the vertical joints were
aligned on all courses. Boards, if used, were often whipsawn from local trees although sawmills

were built in the Yosemite Valley and surrounding area.

Because the arduous and dusty trip to Yosemite made day-visits impossible, early visitors
clamored to the California state legislature for hotels with comforts and service similar to
fashionable Atlantic coast seaside resorts. In the 1850s, hotels were among the earliest Euro-
American structures in the Valley and were located near the Merced River for the extraordinary
views. Such accommodations were initially no more
than large barns with stalls for rooms, having dirt floors
and open windows. These eventually gave way to more
modern two story framed wood structures constructed
of lumber. An exception was J.C. Smith’s Cosmopolitan
House, which offered “a saloon, billiard hall, bathing
rooms, barber shop, mirrors full-length, pyramids of
elaborate glassware, costly service, the finest of cues and
tables, reading-room handsomely furnished and supplied
with the latest from Eastern cities and baths” (Demars
1991). However slowly, hotels did improve and were

built within and around Yosemite.

Lamon’s log cabin: the first house in the Yosemite Valley (date unknown) YRL-TH
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FROM A STATE PUBLIC TRUST TO A NATIONAL PARK

In 1864, the federal government ceded to the state of California “The Yosemite Grant” which
included the Valley and the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias as a public trust.® Appointed
as chairman (and one of eight commissioners) to manage the area, Frederick Law Olmsted
set about defining the philosophy of how to manage the grant—an event with consequences

for the future Yosemite National Park and other national and state parks. An important element
in Olmsted’s report was his shaping, for the first time, the reason for parks to exist—that
establishing “by government of great public grounds for the free enjoyment of the people...
is thus justified and enforced as a political duty” (Olmsted 1865). The Yosemite Grant set a
national precedent by being the first instance of a government preserving an area for scenic
values and public enjoyment. Thus, the Yosemite Grant is recognized as the beginning of the
national park movement in America, the start of the California state park system and of state

parks in America.

Olmsted’s report included suggestions for camping grounds, trails, accommodations, a
good road into the Valley and around the perimeter of the Valley floor with footpaths to scenic
points, and a system for funding the park by contract and concession. At Mariposa Grove,
he recommended a road to and around the grove as a fire barrier. His plan, however, was very
expensive and impossible to implement within the constraints of slim government budgets
of the day. The commissioners did rely on Olmsted’s report and continued to circulate it
in manuscript form at least through the turn of the century. Although unsalaried political
appointees, most commissioners took a strong interest in the management of Yosemite Valley.
To the extent that there was funding and support, the commissioners planned and managed
the resources and facilities of Yosemite Valley and, not infrequently, denied inappropriate

permit requests.

During the 1888 summer season, over half of the 3,800 visitors to the Valley stayed at
the Stoneman House (1886), a quarter stayed at the only other hotel, and the rest camped. In
the decades that followed, the number of camping excursions increased and camping grew in
popularity in the Valley. Camping was restricted to parts of lower Yosemite Valley because
administrators divided up portions of the Valley among permit holders for grazing. Aaron
Harris established the first campground in the area of the Lamon’s winter cabin, now the area

of The Ahwahnee. Harris’ campground lasted until 1886 when the area was let to Coffman
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and Kenney for their stables, later removed and rebuilt at the current concessioner location.
While the commissioners tried to meet demands for campgrounds by clearing land and seeding
with perennial grasses, they found that visitors left the campgrounds littered with trash,
defaced prominent rocks with inscriptions, cut down or destroyed trees and shrubs, and were

careless in the use of fire.

John Muir, a young Scotsman, arrived in San Francisco in 1868 and made his way to
Yosemite where he explored, “studied the animals and weather...and formulated theories on
glaciation and began molding his gospel of wilderness—the basic tenets of a philosophy of
ecology and conservation that perceived wilderness as a necessity for the sustenance of human
existence” (NPS 1987). As the years passed, he became well known for his theory about forma-
tion of Yosemite Valley by glaciation—as opposed to the popular theory of subsidence—and
wrote extensively for national magazines on the origin, beauty and use of America’s wilderness.
In 1889, Muir and the editor of “Century Magazine,” Robert Underwood Johnson, visited
Yosemite Valley and were appalled to find the Valley “despoiled by commercialism and
exploitation.” Both men felt that the commission’s management was inadequate and would

ruin the Valley’s landscape.

In the 1860s, the commissioners had instituted a policy of leasing land for 10-year
periods to hotel owners, road and trail developers, and others who charged visitors a fee to
recover their costs. Muir and his supporters opposed the Yosemite Valley Commission and
protested policies of fencing, developing pastures, and cutting trees to improve views. In the
commissioners’ view, income from the leases helped offset other costs and removing young
invasive trees from meadows was done to protect the meadows from fire and recreate the Valley’s
open park-like settings. Most visitors were simply not aware of the day-to-day challenges of fire
protection, maintenance, and clean-up activities and providing food, fuel, construction supplies,

and forage in a remote location.

Eventually, sheepherders and the effect of their flocks grazing on the meadows provoked
efforts by Muir and others to secure a forest reserve surrounding the Yosemite grant. Muir’s
articles touched on the possibility of incorporating the high country into a national park and
his articles sparked a national debate that continued for years. In 1890, Yosemite National Park

was established, in great part due to Muir’s influence, and more than 900,000 acres was set
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aside for preservation of timber, minerals, meadows, and other “natural
curiosities.”” Not included were the Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa
Grove, which remained a state grant until the 1906 recession to the

federal government.

When the Valley was made a state grant, toll roads were built and, in

the early 1870s, companies constructing toll roads from the communities of

Sl SR i Coulterville, Mariposa, and Big Oak Flat raced to be the first to reach the
lohn Muir and Theodore Roosevelt at Glacier Point

(1903) YRL Yosemite Valley. The Coulterville & Yosemite Turnpike won, opening in

June, 1874. The Chinese Camp & Yo Semite Turnpike reached the Valley from Big Oak Flat

less than a month later. A year later, a road from Mariposa to Big Tree Station (Wawona) and
on to Yosemite Valley was completed. Of the three toll roads, only the road to Wawona was
profitable. Stagecoach service replaced horses as soon as passable roads into the Valley were
completed. North of Yosemite Valley, the Great Sierra Consolidated Silver Mining Company
built a wagon road to its mines on the Sierra Crest in 1882. The Great Sierra Wagon road, also
called the Tioga Road, was completed in 1883 and, as no ore or equipment was hauled over the

road after its construction, it was abandoned shortly thereafter.

With the completion of the Central Pacific Railroad into the San Joaquin Valley in 1869,
Yosemite became more accessible to visitors. As early as 1871, developers wished for rail service
to Yosemite both for tourism and to facilitate business enterprise. The Stockton & Copperpolis
line transported travelers partway to Yosemite, from Stockton to Milton, where they transferred
to stagecoaches for the rest of the trip. Taking advantage of the Southern Pacific Railroad, in
1876 the California Lumber Company founded Madera, “from which a stage road ultimately
led via Coarse Gold, Fresno Flats (Oakhurst), and Fish Camp to Wawona” (NPS 1987).

UNITED STATES ARMY

Following a congressional battle over civilian administration of Yellowstone National Park,
the cavalry were sent to manage that park in 1886. Thus, the cavalry became a convenient
park manager. They were well organized and equipped for long periods of field work and needed
a substitute for maneuvers in a time of few military conflicts. In May of 1891, when the cavalry

arrived in Wawona to administer the newly created park, their chief mission was controlling
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U.S. Cavalry at Mariposa Grove of Big Trees (1899) YRL

access and preventing intrusions by miners, loggers, trappers and hunters, cattlemen and
sheepherders. Responsible for the entire park, except for the Valley and Mariposa Grove (still
under state administration), the army was generally motivated by a policy of “patrol and
control” (Farabee 2003). Initially, cavalry troops erected basic facilities for seasonal use and
patrolled the park only in the summer months from May to October. Temporary summer
quarters were established near Wawona, and in 1906, the army moved its headquarters operations
to the Valley. There the army built a semi-permanent post on the site of the American Indian
village of Koomine, near Lower Yosemite Fall. Much of the military’s development within the
park consisted of knitting together ancient trails to form patrol routes and developing new
circulation patterns, “with most of the main features of today’s system laid down by 1914”
(NPS 1987). In addition to a system of patrol cabins, roads, trails, and bridges, the army also
constructed campgrounds and administration buildings. Their buildings were designed and
erected either from Quartermaster Corps standardized plans or as vernacular buildings using

local materials.

In an attempt to manage the use of public campgrounds and prevent damage to the
park’s natural resources, in 1897 and 1898, the state erected a number of tents for rent. This
marked the beginning of tent camps like Curry Village, started by David A. Curry in 1899,
that offered affordable tent accommodations to guests. After the recession in 1906, the army
conducted a study of the water, roads, and sanitation needs of the Valley. Because sewage
was dumped into the river below the Sentinel Hotel, campgrounds below the hotel were
closed in 1908. The campgrounds east of the Sentinel
were very slowly developed with garbage pickup,
drinking water, and sewer facilities. Eventually twenty
numbered campgrounds (e.g., Camp 4, Camp 6, etc.)
were located in the Valley; most of these have been

replaced by development of other visitor facilities.

Outside the park, the Sierra Railway of California
in 1900 ran from Oakdale to Tuolumne. The Yosemite
Short Line Railroad was started in 1905 at Quartz
Junction, near Jamestown, and “was intended to pass
just north of Groveland on its way to Yosemite, tapping
rich timber tracts...” (Wurm 2000). The Short Line
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ceased to exist when the high cost of construction and operation overcame revenues. Incorporated
in 1902, the Yosemite Valley Railroad (YVR) approached the park from Merced through the
Merced River canyon and reached El Portal in 1907. The company also built a stage road from
El Portal into the Valley and travelers from El Portal transferred to a stage line for the final leg
of their trip. Most visitors took this shorter route causing the stage lines to decline. In 1906,
California ceded control of the Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove to the federal govern-

ment. In 1914, civilian park rangers took over from the cavalry.

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE PLANNING

Planning for the National Park Service began in late 1914 when Stephen Mather was informally
offered the leadership of a yet-to-be formed national park service by Secretary of the Interior,
Franklin Lane. After formation of the National Park Service in 1916, Mather took time to
meet his superintendents, conduct a national publicity campaign to educate the public about
national parks, buy the long abandoned Tioga Road as a gift to the federal government for
Yosemite, and develop an organization. Under his leadership, the Rustic style of architecture
was utilized by the NPS in the planning and development of park facilities from 1916 into the
1940s. It was “based on a canny combination of pioneer building skills and techniques, principles
of the Arts and Crafts movement, and the premise of harmony with the landscape” (USFS 2001).
The Rustic style relied on natural materials like native stone, timbers, shakes, and shingles.
Buildings were designed to fit the topography of the land. Director Mather’s desire to make
Yosemite the showplace of the NPS system and his pet project of relocating the Yosemite
Village to a new site on the north side of the Valley precipitated a lengthy study on the design
of new park structures. His goals included establishing a strong landscape architecture division

to ensure structures would be in harmony with their surroundings.

Primary design features of the mature NPS Rustic architectural style in Yosemite
involved heavy, hewn logs, carefully detailed river-washed cobble-and-boulder masonry work,
heavy shake roofs, and natural colors. Picking up on the earlier pioneer theme, designers
consistently used sugar pine shakes on roofs and side walls of administration buildings, utility
buildings, and residences in the Valley and throughout the park. They used a palette of

shakes, lap siding, and stone to create banding patterns on side walls. Sugar pine shakes were
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used to create alternate bands of long and short lengths;
alternating courses of sugar pine shakes and cedar
shingles were also used on many residential structures
in the Village (NPS 2004b). Other building features

T L -

Park Service Superintendent W. B. Lewis, Curry Company Director A. B. C. Dohrman, a Park  were often oversized to produce harmony with elements

Service architect, Curry Company president Don Tresidder and Gilbert Stanley Underwood L . .
hold large rendering of the hotel. (1925) YRL of Yosemite’s enormous cliffs and peaks. With dark
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brown stained walls, foundation plantings, and vegetation screening, these buildings were
unobtrusive and blended well with their surroundings. The “log cabin in the wilderness” look

evolved into a mature style and was emulated nationwide in other parks.

Within Yosemite Village is “one of the largest and most significant collections of NPS
Rustic style buildings in the national park system” (NPS 2004c). Buildings that exemplify the
NPS Rustic style are the Administration Building (1924), the Museum (1926), post office (1924),
NPS residential buildings, and a variety of utilitarian and small offices. The Rangers’ Club
(1920) was a gift from Stephen Mather to the National Park Service and is an example of the
Stick style, a variant within the NPS Rustic style.® Mather’s association with the building is
significant in its own right and gains additional importance because the building represents

his commitment to a national architectural style for park buildings.

Although protection of natural resources was a concern, development for visitor use
was also an issue of tremendous importance. Mather recognized that attracting visitors to the
parks meant building and developing facilities to accommodate everyone. He immediately
understood that the National Park Service had to educate people about parks and that doing
so would encourage them to fall in love with parks. His philosophy of providing visitors with
the ability to view nature without hardships contributed to Yosemite Valley becoming the
focus for most visitors. A promoter of Yosemite’s premier lodge in the Valley, The Ahwahnee
and bungalows, Mather also supported continued development of Camp Curry (established in

1899) to offer tents and austere accommodations.

Until 1907, when the Yosemite Valley Railroad was completed, tourist operations were
seasonal with few winter occupants.” Following World War I, the National Park Service encour-
aged the concessioner to develop and offer winter sports to sustain winter operations. Camp
Curry offered an excellent location for such development. The winter shadow on that side of
the Valley made it the best place for long-lasting ice skating, tobogganing, and ski-joring (being
pulled on skis by horses). (Within the “winter shadow” there is daylight but no direct sun-

light, providing a consistent and long-lasting cool climate.)
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In 1916, the Desmond Park Service Company, later the Yosemite National Park
Company, was granted a 20-year concession to operate camps, stores, and other services in the
park. The company also began construction of mountain chalets, forerunners of the present
High Sierra Camps. Until this time, visitors to the backcountry either carried their own gear
or relied on pack trains. In 1924, in an attempt to lure visitors into the backcountry, the
National Park Service began promoting the opening of the High Sierra Camps. Located within
a day’s walk from each other, the camps offered food and cheap lodging along a grand High
Sierra loop that included Little Yosemite Valley (no longer used), Merced Lake, Boothe Lake,
Tuolumne Meadows, Glen Aulin, and Tenaya Lake. Six camp locations survive today at
Tuolumne Meadows, May Lake (replaced Tenaya Lake), Glen Aulin, Sunrise (established in
1961), Vogelsang (replaced Boothe Lake and now in a third location) and Merced Lake. White

Wolf was not a High Sierra Camp although it was occasionally managed by the concessioner.

At the Mariposa Grove, the Big Trees Lodge was established in 1920. Other hotel facilities
constructed in the park include the White Wolf Lodge on the Tioga Road, built in 1926 and
operated privately by the John Meyer family until it was purchased for the park. The Wawona
Hotel was acquired by the National Park Service and the furnishings and equipment by the
concessioner in 1932. The Glacier Point Hotel overlooked the Valley and was later demolished
by fire. At Hetch Hetchy, construction of the dam attracted visitors who stayed at the Hetch
Hetchy Lodge. Operated at Mather for two years by the concessioner, the City of San Francisco

bought the lodge and opened it as Camp Mather, part of a summer resort.

In 1932, the concessioner and the Sierra Club pushed the National Park Service to
develop a winter hut and ski trails system, leading to development of Badger Pass and the
Chinquapin area for skiers. Even the Ostrander Ski Hut, designed by Eldridge Spencer as a
touring shelter and built in seven weeks by the Civilian Conservation Corps in 1940, became

an integral part of winter recreation at Yosemite.

While the state of California had extended earlier trails on and around the Yosemite
Valley rim and established overlooks, trails in the backcountry were built by the army for
patrolling and by the National Park Service for visitor enjoyment. Gradually connected, at
first to form a well-defined network of trails and later as part of a plan to make the park more
attractive to visitors, trails were built during a time when their construction was considered
an art. Using hand labor with few explosives or heavy equipment, these early trails were

designed and planned to blend with the environment and to follow the topography. As auto
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traffic brought more visitors to the park in the 1920s, crews started to rely
on machine tools to build both roads and trails. The resulting engineered
trails resembled roads, cut into the landscape instead of following contours,

making them susceptible to flood damage in later years (NPS 1995¢).

Although the first automobiles entered Yosemite in 1900, autos
were banned from the park in 1907 in response to increased road use and
readmitted in 1913. By the 1920s, auto tourism created a demand for better

and more direct roads into the Valley. In 1926, the state completed the

All-Year Highway to El Portal and improved the Arch Rock entrance along

Auto camping on Stoneman Meadow (1927) YRL
the El Portal Road. In the 1930s, the federal government reconstructed the

major park roads for automobile traffic. The Wawona Road was rebuilt and much of the Big
Oak Flat Road was relocated and rebuilt for safety, heavier traffic, and higher speeds. Four
tunnels were built to avoid scarring the Valley walls and overlooks were constructed for visitors
to take in the scenery. Also in the early 1930s, the Tioga Road was partially realigned and a
connector built between White Wolf and Crane Flat.

The army, to some extent, and the National Park Service in particular took care to build
tunnels, bridges, and stone retaining walls to blend with the land. Significant for engineering
and aesthetic reasons, the roads in Yosemite harmonize with their natural surroundings in the

use of natural materials for road-related structures built in the Rustic style.

CIVILIAN CONSERVATION CORPS

President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s answer to the Great Depression was the initiation of New
Deal programs in 1933. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), one of the relief programs
to grow out of the New Deal, was responsible for much development in Yosemite National
Park between 1933 and 1941. During the years the CCC program was in place, the park
enjoyed a boom period of development and construction. The six CCC camps established in
Yosemite were among the first organized in the west. Their projects included road cleanup,
signs, borders, bridges, stream channel cleanup, erection of telephone lines, insect and erosion

control, fire protection, and some trail building. All CCC work in natural areas of the National
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Park System “was planned and overseen by landscape architects, park engineers, and foresters”
(NPS 1983). Their activity was widespread and included all the park’s developed areas with
particular attention given to the Valley where their work was characterized by careful crafts-
manship and the utilization of natural materials in the Rustic style. CCC projects emphasized
harmonious design using natural, local materials like wood and stone. Soon, structures of log
and stone masonry outnumbered earlier ones, executed in the vernacular style. The labor-
intensive CCC work focused on a beautification program in the Yosemite Village including
removing deteriorated buildings, installing log curbing, extensive planting of native ferns, trees
and shrubs around buildings and campgrounds, and maintaining trees. While the CCC was
very active in flood recovery after the 1937 flood, one of their main jobs was cleaning up after
logging by the Yosemite Lumber Company in the southwest part of the park, and the Yosemite
Sugar Pine Lumber Company in the northwest. Forestry work led easily to insect work and

eliminating species like the gooseberry to prevent blister rust in Yosemite forests.

Another New Deal program, the Public Works Administration (PWA), completed
capital improvements, such as bridges, culverts, roads, and buildings, using skilled labor and
National Park Service design standards. PWA projects were unique because all projects in
national parks had a strong relationship to the landscape design of the park and were based
on master plans initiated by Director Mather. In Yosemite, PWA projects were done in three
main areas: park headquarters in Yosemite Valley,
Glacier Point (overlooking the Valley) and Wawona,
and Tuolumne Meadows. Enlarging and raising the
O’Shaughnessy Dam at Hetch Hetchy by 852 feet
was another PWA project albeit administered by the
City of San Francisco. PWA designers also devoted a
great deal of attention to housing at Yosemite, building
a number of residences, apartment houses and duplexes.
Development extended to a campground at Tuolumne

Meadows, cabins for the Indian Village, Chinquapin,

and construction of fire lookouts at Henness Ridge

and Crane Flat.

Cascades CCC Camp. Buildings are no longer extant (ca. 1930) YRL
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MISSION 66

Little development occurred from the 1940s until 1956. From its origins in the early 20th century
until the development of the Mission 66 initiative, the National Park Service had relied on
residential-scale administration buildings or existing structures in nearby towns to provide
information to visitors. Mather’s goals included establishing a strong landscape architecture
division to ensure structures would be in harmony with their surroundings. While some
ranger stations were located at entrances, others were located in the backcountry and were
inaccessible to visitors arriving by automobile. Employee housing was substandard in quality
with inadequate living conditions. Most public facilities and services, including hotels, restau-
rants, and guided tours, were provided by concessioners. The sharp rise in park visitation

by visitors freed from the constraints of World War II, quickly placed natural and cultural
resources at risk from overuse and mistreatment. In 1945, 11.7 million people visited the parks,

and by 1956, this number jumped fivefold to 61.6 million visitors (Wirth 1980).

In 1956, Congress authorized a 10-year program of planning and construction known
as Mission 66. The broad-reaching program of park improvement was anticipated to be
accomplished within 10 years and coincide with the golden anniversary of the National Park
Service, giving rise to the program’s name. The initiative, orchestrated by NPS Director Conrad
Wirth, focused on a program of park development, infrastructure improvement and resource
protection that would “overcome the inroads of neglect and ...restore to the American people

a national park system adequate for their needs” (Wirth 1980).

The design philosophy of Mission 66 was a radical
departure from the Rustic style heritage of the National
Park Service; the new style was based on modern,
progressive, architectural design and functionalism,
employing the latest materials and technology. Mission
66 visitor centers used contemporary architectural
forms and materials to fulfill the variety of functions,
including providing spaces for interpretive talks, park
administrative offices, and visitor services. Prominently
sited at a major entry or other strategic points, the

buildings became an instantly recognizable feature of

Valley Visitor Center at Yosemite Village (2004) RF
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the parks. Like visitor centers, ranger stations were also sited for easy automobile access and
were the initial point of visitor contact and orientation in developed areas. They were designed
to provide visitors with information, services, and orientation. They also provided an official
presence in isolated areas of development and often served as the first official point of contact
within the park boundaries. By 1955, employee housing was well on the way to becoming an
acute problem as a projected doubling of the park’s workforce was anticipated and, in large
western parks, the problem was compounded because available private-sector housing could be
an hour or more away. Standardized designs were developed for new housing and, in the Pacific
West Region, gave expression in most instances to low rectangular horizontal forms similar to
low-cost housing found in suburban communities. Housing units had either a shallow gable or
flat roof with deep overhangs to accentuate the building’s horizontal character. Carports or
garages were common elements; their form was dictated by the climate of the region where

they were built.

In the Pacific West Region, the variety of property types represented in the Mission 66
program include visitor centers, residential units, ranger stations, campgrounds, picnic shelters,
maintenance areas, comfort stations, circulation systems such as road networks, airstrips, and
boat launches. The Mission 66 program at Yosemite created a new focal center in the Valley
including the Valley Visitor Center and other visitor facilities and services. The program
enlarged roads, parking areas, and campgrounds, and constructed many new motel units. At
Yosemite, visitation to the park exceeded one million in 1954 and doubled by 1976. The post-
war tourism boom continued unabated and impacts in the Yosemite Valley soon became apparent.
In the early 1970s, the National Park Service established one-way road traffic patterns, elimi-
nated cars in the far east end of the Valley, offered free shuttle bus transportation in the
Valley, converted the parking lot in front of the Valley Visitor Center to a pedestrian mall,

and generally encouraged visitors to enjoy the park by walking or using public transportation.

The last 21-mile stretch of the Tioga Road between White Wolf and Tuolumne Meadows
was built in the late 1950s under Mission 66. It became the focus of opposition by the Sierra
Club and other activists who disagreed with the design and construction of a road that required
blasting and scarring the glacially polished granite surfaces at Tenaya Lake and Polly Dome.
The final road was “carefully designed to display to the fullest the dramatic assets of the
Sierra Nevada. [It was] ...well supplied with overlooks and interpretive signs” (NPS 1987).
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High water, 1997 Merced
River flood, YRL-ST
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CURRENT CHALLENGES

Started in 1975 and completed in 1980, Yosemite’s General Management Plan articulated the
need for parkwide visitor services, resources management, interpretation services, concessions
management, and park operations. The General Management Plan established a plan that would
eventually remove automobiles and additional development from Yosemite Valley. Implemen-
tation of the General Management Plan is ongoing, with the Yosemite Valley Plan providing
actions to manage the park’s natural and cultural resources, facilities, and visitor experiences.
The Yosemite Valley Plan also responds to damage from the 1997 flood that destroyed much
infrastructure and resulted in Congress appropriating $200 million for flood recovery actions.
The present offers opportunities and challenges, first, to bring about the changes outlined in
the General Management Plan with the awareness that today’s work will be critically judged by
future generations. Designers can recognize the park’s architectural heritage in a manner that
acknowledges and honors the work of those who came before—while learning from the past and

improving park facilities.

Only six of the villages Merriam counted were inhabited in 1898. Two other villages were located near what is now the NPS maintenance
yard and near Sentinel Rock.

This information was taken from a series of Wilderness Historic Resources Surveys completed from 1988 through 1995 by Jim Snyder,
Park Historian, Yosemite National Park. Surveys on file at Yosemite National Park Research Library.

This area extended from present-day Sequoia to Lassen Volcanic national parks. Information about shakes and sugar pine by Craig Struble,
Chief, Heritage Preservation Team, Yosemite National Park, personal communication, May |3, 2004.

o

Early written accounts indicate that the Mariposa Grove, six miles southeast of Wawona, was discovered by Euro-Americans in 1849.
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